A ccessing information in a timely manner benefits both the searcher and receiver of such information. In less than a decade, the Internet has become a fixture of modern life and technology. More than half of United State s households (52 %) have Internet access as of July 2000, a 35% increase over the same period in 1999. It is estimated that 60% of United States households will have "online" access to the Internet by the end of 2000 (NielsenlNet Ratings, 2(00) .
It is important for the occupational and environmental health nurse to know how to access information in a timely manner to advance and enhance professional practice. The American Association of Occupational Health Nurses (AAOHN) estimates that 60% of their members have access to the Internet, either at work, or at home. This column provides information about how to access the Internet through a variety of means. Future columns will focus on conducting research on the Internet , accessing information, and technological developments.
WHAT IS THE INTERNET?
At its simplest, the Internet is a network of computers linked togeth-er. The Internet is a cooperative message forwarding system linking computer networks all over the world. Internet users can: • Exchange electronic mail (e-mail).
• Participate in electronic discussion forums (newsgroup s). • Send files from any computer to another computer. • Receive information .
• Use each other's computers, if they have the appropriate security (password) clearance.
Every user of every machine on the Internet has an address, known as a "domain" address. This "domain" name is translated numerically into an Internet Protocol (IP) address so the computer seeking the domain or Internet site can locate the address requested by the user's computer. It is very similar to a person dialing a telephone number to reach a particular party or individual. Commercial, government, and military sites in the United States have addresses that end in ".com," ".gov," and " imil," respectively.
Other countries have distinct suffixes such as "ica" for Canada and ".uk" for Great Britain. In most situations, the sites that receive messages and pass them along, and not those sending messages out, pay the cost of running or operating the Internet.
Many people confuse the Internet with the World Wide Web, which is only one of many forms of communication taking place on the Internet (Downing, 2(00) . The World Wide Web is often considered the "audiovisual" portion of the Internet.
ACCESSING THE INTERNET Personal Computers
The user can access the Internet through a personal computer equipped with a modem, a browser (such as Microsoft Internet Explorer [Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA] or Netscape Navigator [Netscape Communications Corporation, Mountain View, CAD and an online service provider (or network access). If computer access is not available at home or at work, there are numerous other sources where access is available. Computer and Internet access can also be found at the public library, educational institutions, and commercial sources such as local busine ss service providers. Local malls and airports may also have computer kiosks with Internet access available for free or at nominal cost.
Another option is using a friend or colleague's computer, or gaining access at a local hospital, medical center, or university library. Several large employers (for example, Ford Motor Company and Delta Airlines) have provided each employee with personal computers with Internet access for nominal fees.
Purchasing a computer can be accomplished through a visit to a local computer or electronics store, or browsing the Internet. PCs can be obtained for as little as $400. Today, almost all PCs are "Internet ready." The computer requires at least a 300 Megahertz (MHz) processor, 64 megabytes of random access memory (RAM), a sound and video card, a Web Sites of Interest
modem with a speed of 56 Kps, and available telephone line . (Note : Many telephone line modems are being replaced by digital network cables that go directly to subscribers' residences [Downing, 2000] ). Hundreds of computer configurations are available, depending on how much the consumer wants to spend.
Web Enabled Devices
Internet access has become even more accessible with the introduction of "web enabled" devices and products. These allow limited access to the Internet without the cost of a personal computer. Examples of web enabled devices include Internet ready cellular telephones and personal digital assistants (PDAs), such as palm, visor, and handheld personal computers. Internet ready cell phones and PDAs provide Internet access through a series of menus using a Wireless Application Protocol (WAP) for WAP based Wireless Web services.
Internet sites accessed through the WAP are generally pared down text and limited graphic versions of the Internet sites the user sees using a standard personal computer. The wireless version of the web is only meant to provide immediate access to the web for mobile populations, and provides no opportunity to save or download information. Home based web enabled devices are generally categorized into three basic areas: countertop (primarily marketed as a kitchen appliance), web enabled landline telephones, and a portable unit called the Web pad. Web-TV and other home devices allow full Internet searches and use of e-mail. However, the user is unable to store data or print information.
Choosing an Internet

Service Provider
After the computer has been purchased, the user needs to select an Internet Service Provider (ISP) to access the Internet. This is the same as using a local telephone company to make calls. Many ISPs are available to choose from, including nationally based America Online (AOL), Com-puServe, Prodigy, MSN, AT&T WoridNet, Earthlink, and local and regional providers. Some providers charge a fixed monthly or hourly rate for Internet access. Others, such as NetZero and Juno, have no fees for access, but insert ads into e-mail and browser programs. • ISPs can be found at the following Web Addresses: 
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HERE'S HOW TO GET ANSWERS! AAOHN Journal has put together a panel of experts who will serve as consultants for readers' questions and/or scenarios about case management issues. Selected questions and panelists' responses will be printed in future issues of the Journal.
Please send your questions to:
Pamela Moore, EdD, MPH, RN, Managing Editor, AAOHN Journal, 6900 Grove Road, Thorofare, NJ 08086 or email: aaohn@slackinc .com.
Please limit questions/scenarios to 500 words.
